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Well-intentioned proposals to trim federal sick-leave benefits

will not necessarily alleviate budgetary ills
and may in fact have undesirable side effects.

Concern over the mounting national debt has
prompted budget analysts in both the public and
private sectors to search for ways to staunch the red ink
on government ledgers. The President's Private Sector
Survey on Cost Control, popularly known as the Grace
Commission,1 has been a major source of such cost-
cutting proposals, one of which would result in far-
reaching revisions to federal sick-leave policy and bene-
fits. If adopted, the commission reported, its proposal
would yield $3.7 billion in savings over a period of three
years.

Any measure likely to reduce federal spending by that
order of magnitude clearly deserves serious and thought-
ful consideration. A logical starting point is the literature
on sick-leave policy,2 surveyed below. Also relevant are
the results of a recently completed study of sick-leave
usage among civilian workers at an Air National Guard

' President Ronald Reagan established this task force in 1982
and directed that it employ private-sect or expertise to develop
an agenda of cost-containment measures achievable via execu-
tive or legislative initiative. In 1984. the commission submitted
to the president a report containing 2.478 recommendations
which the panel projected would lead to savings of$424 billion
over a three-year period.

*See, for example. Richard T. Mowday. Lyman W. Porter,
and Richard M. Steers. Employee-Organization Linkages;
The Psychology of Commitment, Absenteeism, and Turnover
(New York: Academic Press. 1982).
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installation. Going beyond fiscal impact, the Air
National Guard research sought to break new ground by
investigating the relationship between absence from the
job and employee performance.

Current policy and proposed changes

Just what did the Grace Commission recommend?
Chief among its proposals was a 130-day ceiling(approx-
imately six months) on the amount of sick leave a federal
employee may accumulate. Under current policy, an
employee earns 13 days of sick leave per year regardless
of rank or seniority and can accrue unlimited amounts of
unused sick leave during his or her federal career.
Workers can also count unused sick leave as additional
time-in-service for purposes of calculating retirement
benefits, a practice the commission would like to see
discontinued.-1

Standard practice in the private sector seems to have
greatly influenced the panel's recommendations. Typi-
cally, private concerns restrict the amount of sick leave an
employee may accumulate,4 and they normally do not

3U.S. Air Force Regulation
Specific Types of Absence. "Jn>

* Wayne F. Cascto awl r"
Management: An Infc
VA: Rexton Publishing1. 1986.
